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The Royal Family

King Tyrone 

Queen Tristine

Prince Nigel, Tristine’s brother, the King’s Champion 

Princess Mirit, wife of Prince Nigel, the Queen’s Champion 

Princess Necie, Tristine’s younger sister, wife of Lord Angus 

Prince Titus, son of Tyrone and Tristine – age 17

Prince Fraser, son of Tyrone and Tristine – age 15

Prince Eli, son of Tyrone and Tristine – age 13

Princess Mikaela, daughter of Tyrone and Tristine – age 10

Council of Twelve – Divided

Vicar Uriah – Region of Sanctuary

Lord Angus, Duke of Allon – Southern Forest

Lord Fagan – Highlands

Baron Mathias – West Coast

Sir Hayden – Lowlands

Captain Chad 

General Wess 

Valery, daughter of Lord Braden – age 18

Florie, wife of Lord Braden

Ellis, son of Lord Fagan, brother of Jillian – age 18

Jillian, daughter of Lord Fagan, sister of Ellis – age 16

Eric, son of Baron Erasmus

Karly, daughter of General Wess, wife of Eric

Magan, wife of Chad

Lieutenant Dylan, son of Lord Bosley, nephew of General Wess

Allies

Guardians

Captain Kell – Commander of the Guardians of Jor’el 

Armus – Guardian of Allon

Avatar, Commander of the Elite Jor’ellian Guards 

Vidar, an archer

Virgil, a warrior

Egan, Overseer of Prince Titus

Kendrick, Overseer of Prince Nigel

Jade, Overseer of Princess Mikaela

Skylar, Overseer of Prince Eli

Ridge, a ranger

Mahon, a warrior

Gulliver, a Sea Guardian

Eldric, Guardian Physician

Trio Leaders

Gresham – Midessex

Priscilla – East Coast

Chase – West Coast

Callie – Northern Forest

Wren – Southern Forest

Alrick– Delta

Zadok – Region of Sanctuary

Nixie – Meadowlands

Barnum – Highlands

Derwin – Lowlands

Mona – North Plains

Elwood – South Plains






Opposing Forces

Council of Twelve – Divided

Sir Gareth – South Plains

Lord Malcolm – North Plains

Baron Erasmus – Delta

Baron Ned– Northern Forest

Baron Hollis– East Coast

Lord Braden– Meadowlands

Lord Bosley – Midessex

Lord Zebulon, former Council Member, Sir Gareth’s older brother 

Ellan, Princess Tristine’s older sister 

Garrick, eldest son of Lord Bosley

Immortals

Locan

Mannix

Hueil

Phelan, a Shadow Warrior

Fitch, a shape-shifter
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Suspended between time and space, between the physical world and the heavenlies, lay the Fringe. The grayish expanse was capped by a bright white ceiling obscuring a view of the heavenlies. A semi-glass floor revealed the world below in blurry shapes of muted colors.

From a dim flash of light a lone Guardian appeared, cloaked and hooded. By his height and broad shoulders, he appeared to be a warrior. The hood fell back to reveal his auburn hair and thin beard. Bright yellow eyes darted about and he pulled the hood back up. He no sooner replaced the hood then another dim flash of light appeared. He started to draw his sword but stopped at seeing the one who arrived: another warrior. Only he wore no cloak over his uniform, leaving his red hair and bright green eyes clearly visible for anyone who happened to be nearby.

“A little dangerous coming uncovered, don’t you think?” he chided.

“Relax, Locan. Who would be here but the select few?” the newcomer calmly said.

“Which could happen anytime. Especially Vidar,” Locan continued his argument and slammed his half-drawn sword back in the scabbard for emphasis.

“You summoned me, remember? What’s the problem? She is safe.”

Locan drew closer and spoke in a low, husky voice. “I can’t keep Vidar and Kell from discovering her escape much longer. When will we leave our posts?”

“Soon,” came the nonchalant answer.

“Mannix! No more evasive answers. When?”

Mannix gripped Locan’s shoulder. “Take heart. At this moment they are meeting with the first recruits. Once the agreement is established, the discovery will be too late, and we can shed this pretense and join them.” He sneered up into bright white ceiling.

“Don’t speak so loud. Kell and Vidar have not yet discovered our treachery, but what makes you think Jor’el doesn’t already know?”

Mannix sardonically snorted and heaved a careless shrug. “So why hasn’t he struck us down while we’re standing here?”

“I don’t know. But we can’t keep this up much longer before paying the ultimate price.”

Suspicious, Mannix glared at Locan. “Are you backing out? Afraid of taking that final step?”

“I’m not afraid, just cautious.”

Mannix chuckled. “Soon. Now return. When next you see me, it will be time.” 

Once the light from Locan’s departure faded, Mannix again glanced up and snarled before vanishing.
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IN THE LATE AUTUMN night, Sir Gareth, Lord of the South Plains and member of Allon’s Council of Twelve, arrived with his elderly brother Lord Zebulon at a remote and abandoned manor house deep in the forest. At seventy-seven Gareth was ten years younger than Zebulon and still a robust figure. His salt and pepper hair receded and his beard and mustache neatly trimmed. Most Allonians aged well and didn’t begin to slow down or show signs of age until ninety. Zebulon drew near that age and needed help dismounting, though moved steady once on his feet. Unlike Gareth, he remained clean-shaven and almost bald. 

With his usual disdain, Zebulon regarded the manor. “Why pick this place to hold a meeting?”

“When you see who is here and learn why, you will understand.” 

They proceeded inside. Only a few candles lit the room, and no fire to chase away the night’s chill. Several men already assembled at a rough-hewn table. Two bolted to their feet ready to draw when Gareth and Zebulon entered.

“Be at ease, gentlemen,” said Gareth.

“Zebulon?” began Erasmus, lord of the Delta province and fellow member of the Council. At age sixty-five his curly white hair was close-cropped and mustache trimmed. The ruddy complexion darkened to the color of an aging rose. The bright blue eyes never dulled, and at present shown with vexation. “How did you get him here?” he asked Gareth.

“I can ask you the same question,” chided Zebulon. He waved Erasmus aside to make his way to a chair. His critical eye passed to the others in the room, all fellow members of the Council. Bosley of Midessex, who rose with Erasmus, ready to draw; Hollis of the East Coast was second-in-command of the royal navy, Malcolm of the North Plains, and Braden of the Meadowlands. Zebulon questioned Gareth. “Is this a Council meeting the king is not aware of?”

“Ay, and for a reason that will be made clear very soon.”

“I hope so,” Malcolm painfully groused. “Night activity and travel is taxing.” He squirmed to get comfortable in his chair. Years of illness made him look older than sixty-two, his hair all white and deep lines about the mouth and forehead. His eyes were dulled by constant pain.

Braden sat beside Malcolm and gave the ill lord a supportive squeeze on his arm. “When this is over, I will take you home.”

Malcolm patted Braden’s hand. “You are as good a friend as your father.” He made a plaintive sigh. “I still miss Allard.”

“Thank you. I’m trying. Heaven knows I could use his wisdom at home.”

“Trouble with Florie?”

“No,” he said with a rueful smile. “My wife is well. Valery is the issue. Teenage daughters are vexing.”

“I wouldn’t know, since I have no children.”

“Interesting you should bring up the topic of family,” began Gareth with a deliberate tone. He never took a seat, rather stood at the head of the table. “The matter for which I have called you all here concerns the royal family.”

“Then shouldn’t the others be here also?” asked Erasmus.

“Ay. What about Angus, Mathias, Ned, Fagan and Uriah?” added Hollis.

“Don’t forget Hayden,” said Bosley.

Zebulon growled in anger. “That popping jay should be drawn and quartered. Of all the men to take my place in the Lowlands—”

“Easy, brother,” said Gareth. “Once our guest is revealed, we will find a way to deal with Hayden and the others.”

“You say that rather ominously, why?” asked Erasmus, now guarded.

Gareth squared his shoulders, as his gaze swept over his fellow Council members. “I called you here because of a past featly we once swore. The one who sits on the throne is not of legitimate birth to hold such honor.”

“Tyrone is Jor’el’s chosen to be king, same as Ellis was,” said Erasmus, his guardedness turning to anger.

Zebulon’s lips curled in annoyance. “That half-breed—”

“Take care, you are speaking of the king!”

“I am speaking of the queen,” rebuffed Gareth. “The half-breed has no royal blood. Only by way of marriage is he even to be considered. But, gentlemen, what of Tristine?”

“What about her? She is of royal blood,” said Bosley.

“But not in the order of birth to hold her title of queen.”

Erasmus gave a frustrated wave. “Nigel gave up his claim in favor of her and Tyrone.”

Gareth smiled in cunning triumph. “Nigel was never crowned but another was.”

The surprise apprehension registered in a moment of silence until Hollis spoke. “You mean Ellan?”

“Ay. Ellan. Rightful crowned queen of Allon, to whom we all swore fidelity.”

“Not I,” said Braden.

“Your father did. Would you dishonor his word?”

Braden recoiled at the rebuff. “No, my lord.” 

Gareth nodded and proceeded. “By right of birth and succession, Ellan is the true queen of Allon, not Tristine, who is third born.”

“Ellis made the succession official and Ellan banished for her coup,” argued Erasmus. “How can that be changed—?” He stopped when Gareth laughed, and watched him cross the room and open a door.

“My lords, the rightful queen of Allon.”

Two cloaked and hooded figures entered; one smaller and slender, while the other unusually tall. Upon reaching the table the two paused and the smaller figure removed the hood. Eighteen years had passed since any of them laid eyes on Ellan. Her brown hair pulled back to reveal time had sharpened her features from a twenty-year-old young woman into a mature woman of thirty-eight. The candlelight reflecting in her blue eyes showed she retained the proud and unbending pride she did when crowned. In open challenge, she gazed at each of them. None moved or spoke.

The individual with her stepped forward and scolded them. “Do you not bow to you queen, mortals?” He tossed back his cloak. A Guardian with icy blue eyes and yellow hair sneered at them. He was not a warrior according to his dark suit and armed only with a large dagger.

“A Shadow Warrior,” murmured Malcolm.

The Guardian laughed. “I’m better than that. Better than Dagar himself. I am Hueil,” he announced. “Now, bow to your queen, insolent worms!”

Hueil, Erasmus more mouthed the name with anxiety than spoke it.

Only a brief pause followed the command before Zebulon stood and bowed at the waist to Ellan. The others did likewise.

“That’s better, gentlemen,” she said. “My lord Gareth, is this all you were able to assemble?”

“All who could be reasoned with, Your Majesty.”

She sent a wry glance to Hueil. “We shall see.” She sat in the chair at the head of the table. “Gentlemen, I summoned you here to hold you to your vows. You will help me take back my throne from my upstart sister and her half-breed husband.”

“That is a bold request, Madam,” said Erasmus.

“It is a just request, my lord.”

“In the eyes of some that may well be. However, your father, the king, made a decree absolving you of all claims to the throne.”

“How so, my lord? With or without my consent?”

“Without, of course. Ellis was king.”

Ellan laughed with ridicule. “You are obviously not familiar with royal law or else you would know that is not possible.” Her eyes looked about the room. “What of Lord Allard? He knows the law.”

“If it pleases you, Madam, my father is dead five years. I stand in his place among the Council.”

“Your name?”

“Braden, Madam.”

“I recall your name. How did he die?”

“On a diplomatic mission that turned tragic.”

She nodded and proceeded. “Then be informed, gentlemen, royal law stipulates that any renouncement of claim must be made with the person’s consent, else it is void.”

“The exception is death,” said Erasmus. “I know more than you think.”

Her smile grew caustic. “I’m hardly dead, my lord.”

“You were imprisoned by Jor’el, which could be viewed as good as dead.” 

“A loophole,” she said in annoyance.

“How did you escape?” asked Hollis.

She used a graceful hand to indicate Hueil. “With the help of one who wishes to right an injustice.”

“Injustice?” echoed Erasmus, rage mounting. “He claimed to be the god of Tunlund and kidnapped your nephew Prince Titus to start a war!”

She put up a hand to stop the argument. “I am fully aware of everything.”

“Then, Madam—”

“Then, Madam, nothing!” she snapped and bolted to her feet. “I am rightful queen of Allon and I hold you, Lords of the Council of Twelve, to your vows. If any one of you fails me, I will have all here executed for treason, along with their families! Then confiscate all holdings and take the throne back with whatever means necessary!” She stared at Erasmus. “Do you understand, my lord?”

For a brief moment he regarded her; the implication of her threat unmistakable. He turned aside and gave a feeble nod of acknowledgement.

In great concern, Malcolm seized Erasmus’ hand. Erasmus could not look him in the eye as he said, “We have no choice.”

“Indeed,” said Hollis. He nudged a grim Bosley. “What say you?”

Bosley’s voice sounded nervous. “My brother is the king’s general. I don’t know how I can fight against Wess.”

“The king is illegitimate!” declared Ellan, yet her tone softened toward Bosley. “Perhaps you can persuade him. I know Wess is an honorable man, and once he hears the true facts he may be convinced.”

Bosley sluggishly nodded.

Ellan addressed Malcolm, Braden and Zebulon. “And you three, gentlemen?”

“You don’t need to ask me twice,” replied Zebulon. “That cursed half-breed has caused my family enough trouble and heartache. Only I have no means to give you support since he forced me to retire.”

Ellan smiled. “At present, some of my loyal followers are convincing Sir Hayden to abandon his post in favor of one more willing.”

“Then the Lowlands are mine once again?”

“Indeed, my lord.”

He grinned and bowed his head. “Consider the province in your service, Majesty.” 

Her focus went to Braden and Malcolm, who sat side-by-side. 

Braden spoke first. “As you have said, my father was well versed in royal law. His past friendship to your father notwithstanding, he would uphold the law with all he possessed. Count the Meadowlands among your supporters.”

“Thank you. Lord Malcolm?”

Malcolm appeared fragile and uncertain and again looked to Erasmus.  He couldn’t look at Malcolm, but nodded an affirmative.

“Well, my lord?” she repeated her question.

“Ay,” came Malcolm’s weak reply.

“What of the others, Majesty? If we can convince them, it could be a bloodless coup,” said Bosley.

“Ay, Tyrone and Tristine would be forced to abdicate,” said Braden.

She flashed a toothy grin of tolerance. “Of course we shall try. Meanwhile, it is prudent to be ready for the alternative.” She stood. “Gentlemen, return to your provinces and begin preparations. I’ll send word if the time comes.” She replaced her hood. She and Hueil moved to leave the way they came.

Gareth followed her to the door. “I shall join you shortly, Majesty.” 

“A peaceful coup isn’t what she wants,” said Hollis after the door closed.

“Indeed not,” said Zebulon with a caustic laugh. “By driving Hayden off and putting me back, the half-breed will have something to say about it, and it won’t be without arms.”

With dreadful expression and voice, Erasmus spoke. “With one swift, well-placed stroke she is forcing Tyrone to make the first move by holding us to our former pledge and dividing the Council from him.”

Braden began to smile with admiration but quelled it. “She is clever.”

Hollis shook his head. “Not just clever. Her threats made it clear that with Hueil’s help, she will use deadly force against any who oppose her.”

Irate, Erasmus sat forward. “So will the king when he learns of this!”

“That half-breed—” began Zebulon in rebuke but interrupted when Erasmus bolted to his feet and spoke.

“He is the king! To uphold one vow we must break another. I do not do so lightly, and tell you, our actions this night have set Allon on the road to civil war!” He knocked the chair over in his effort to depart.

“Gentlemen, we must proceed with all diligence and caution.” Gareth took Zebulon’s arm to depart. “See everything is put back in place,” he said to Braden. The latter nodded and Gareth and Zebulon withdrew.

“Well, I’m impressed,” said Zebulon upon exiting the house. “You acted on your accord without help or prodding from me. Well done.”

“Did you think I would allow my son’s death to go unanswered or your disgrace to be unavenged?”

Zebulon studied Gareth. “To be honest, I wasn’t sure. Although his betrayal dealt a severe blow, his execution was unnecessary. I thought forfeiting the Lowlands would spare Loren’s life. Alas it did not!”

“This will bring justice to our family.” He helped Zebulon to mount.

Inside Braden waited for Bosley and Hollis to depart. Malcolm shifted in his seat with a low groan. “Can you make it to the inn or should we stay here for the night?” he asked Malcolm.

“Staying here is not an option.” Malcolm began to stand when a commotion outside the room made him stop.

The door burst open. One of Braden’s men entered with a struggling hooded and cloaked person in tow. “I found this spy listening at the window, my lord.” He motioned to the window behind Malcolm.

“Who is he?”

“Let go!” The person spoke in an attempted manner to disguise a voice while trying to jerk away.

Braden pulled off the hood, taking the cap beneath it also. A girl of eighteen with a long braid of bright strawberry blond hair glared with defiance in her green eyes. “Valery! What are you doing here?”

“I followed you, what do you think?”

“What?” stammered Malcolm. “Oh, we are undone!”

“We are not!” Braden turned his attention back to his daughter. “You’ve gone too far this time, girl.”

“Me? Who is talking about raising arms against the king?”

Braden’s backhand slap sent her staggering sideways, stunned and injured. The violence split her lower lip.

“We are if she talks!” insisted Malcolm. 

“She won’t talk.” Braden seized Valery, which made her cry out in fear. “Afton, take Lord Malcolm home.” He pulled her from the room. She tried to resist, but he wouldn’t yield and forced her from the house.

Outside he slammed her against the house and pinned her between him and the wall. “One word of this and it will be your last, do you understand?”

She gaped in fearful disbelief. “You would kill me? Your own daughter?”

“I will find a way to keep you silent. For all our sakes. You have no idea of where this can lead.”

“Civil war.”

Braden didn’t reply as he saw Afton help Malcolm to mount. He drew Valery further from the house. “Where is your horse?”

“Behind that tree.”

Still keeping a grip on her, he snatched his horse’s reins from the bush then went to where she indicated her horse waited. He draped his horse’s reins over a low branch before disarming Valery of her sword. He then took off her belt to use as a binding for her hands. “Mount.” 

“I can’t ride like this,” she protested.

“I’ll lead the horse so you won’t escape.” He took the reins of her horse and held her arm so she could mount. Once she was astride, he mounted and began leading her horse from the vicinity.

“You treat me cruelly because you believe I will betray you, but what about betraying the king? Or better yet, Grandfather? How do you think he would feel about this?”

“Don’t speak to me of my father! What do you know of him? You were a child when he died.”

She straightened in the saddle. “I was thirteen and remember him very well. He often spoke of his love for King Ellis and his family.”

He snorted in annoyance. “You speak foolishly of love. You know nothing of politics and how the fortunes of power can turn on a royal whim.”

“I know Grandfather would not be so easily swayed into taking arms against Tristine, whom he loved like a daughter. Unlike a natural father.”

Braden pulled his horse to a stop. “He didn’t have a daughter as stubborn, pigheaded and rebellious as you!”

“Rebellious? It’s not I who agreed to treason!”

This time when he went to strike, she ducked and he missed. Angered, he snapped the reins and hurried from the forest, forcing her to hold on for dear life.
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WITH THE ABANDONED manor located in the Meadowlands, Braden and Valery didn’t have far to travel to Mylton. In fact, they arrived home by sunrise. The grand manor stood open and sprawling upon a plain in the heart of the Meadowlands. Defense could be made, but Mylton more reflected the wealth and vast openness of the province. 

Braden didn’t wait for the grooms before yanking her off the horse and into the house. He continued on his course with complete disinterest to her protests. Even when she stumbled, he pulled her up the stairs. 

In the hall of the family quarters they met Florie, an early riser.

“Mama!” cried Valery.

“Braden? What are you doing?” demanded Florie.

He ignored her and continued dragging Valery to her chamber. He went to slam the door closed when Florie entered.

“What is going on? Why are you treating Valery in such a harsh manner?”

“Because she has gone too far in defying me!”

“You’re the one who met in secret to plot treason,” rebuffed Valery.

This time Braden anticipated Valery’s dodge of his assault and caught her under the chin. The blow sent her off her feet and falling hard against the foot of her bed. The impact knocked the wind from her and she gulped to catch her breath.

“Keep your tongue, or I will kill you!”

“Braden!” Florie rushed to Valery. “What has happened?”

His eyes narrowed in threat at his wife. “I advise you to keep your daughter under lock and key, madam. Our very survival depends on it.” He left, slamming the door.

Valery couldn’t hold back tears and wept.

“What have you done?” 

“Not I, Mama. Him! It’s worse than we feared.” She lifted her hands for Florie to undo the belt. She continued speak in a low, hurried tone. “I followed him like we agreed and surprised to find him and others talking treason. Then she arrived.”

“She, who?” Florie now held the belt, Valery’s hands free.

Valery leaned closer to whisper. “Ellan.”

Florie eyes went wide with horror. “The queen’s sister?”

Valery nodded. “She wants them to help her take back—” An urgent hand covered her mouth to stop further speech. 

“You were discovered and he is furious,” she said and Valery nodded. “Do others know about you?”

“Only Lord Malcolm, but he looks so weak. Oh, and Afton.”

“I must get you out of here.” She helped Valery to stand.

“What of you, Mama? He’s already been violent with me.”

Florie lead Valery to a back corner of the room. “He wouldn’t dare lay a finger on me.” She took Valery by the shoulders to look directly at her. “I never told you this because to speak of it is dangerous, but your father knows, so did your grandfather and Vicar Archimedes. I am of royal blood of the house of Tristan, through one of Ellis’ uncles, though an illegitimate line.” Valery gasped and Florie stopped her from speaking by continuing. “To harm me would be foolish on his part, but you have always taxed him, especially being favored by your grandfather over him. Now he has reason to strike out.” She began to search the corner shelves.

Being momentarily speechless, Valery forced the words from her mouth. “I didn’t know he is jealous of me.”

“Ay,” said Florie while still searching. “Being the eldest grandchild, you were naturally favored, but Allard found your shrewd intelligence refreshing, thus he favored you even more. Ah, here it is.” She removed the books to uncover a panel. Opening the panel revealed a compartment containing a lever and a small box. She removed the box. “This is the signet ring of my great grandsire Delwin.” She opened the box and held out the ring to Valery. “Hide it, and only produce it if your life is at stake. Now put on your belt and take an extra sword from the closet.”

Valery followed instructions. Florie put the box back in the compartment and waited for Valery to be armed. She flipped the lever. The corner bookshelf separated by sliding apart, amazing Valery.

“I never knew that was there.”

“Nor does your father. Allard’s ancestor built it for secret escape during the uncertain time of Grand Master Zared. I know because Allard told me when I first arrived. A moment of pride to share with the descendant of one his family helped.” She lit a lantern and gave it to Valery. “Quickly! Follow it to the end.”

“Where does it lead?”

“To the forest. Once you are away, find a place of safety and stay there until this over.” She embraced and kissed Valery on the forehead. “Jor’el protect you.”

“And you, Mama.”

“Now, go.” She shoved Valery into the passageway. She waited until the light faded then used the lever to close the panel. Once everything was put right, she left the room. 

At the end of the hall, Braden spoke to his lieutenant, a coarse man by the name of Oakes. Florie tried to appear nonchalant when turning a different course. Braden’s call stopped her departure.

“Did you make her see reason or did you excuse her behavior?”

“I made certain she understands the gravity of the situation.”

Braden huffed and stared down at her. “I hope so because I just learned we have visitors. Sir Gareth and Lord Zebulon.”

The name stunned her. “Zebulon? But he retired.”

“He still visits his brother on occasion. They must have been traveling all night and sought shelter.” He noticed her agitation. “Why are you nervous? I thought you said you helped Valery to see reason.”

“I did. I’m just surprised. I’ll prepare the guest rooms.” She left.

In the drawing room, Braden discovered Ellan and Hueil with Zebulon and Gareth. “Majesty. This is an honor,” he said with a slight stammer.

“You seem nervous, my lord,” said Ellan.

“Surprised. I was only informed of Sir Gareth and Lord Zebulon.”

“By my instructions. I wish to keep my presence from being discovered prematurely.”

“Of course.” Braden caught Hueil’s steady stare and turned back to Ellan. “Can I offer Your Majesty food or drink perhaps?”

Ellan hid a smile at Braden’s disturbance of Hueil. “No, just a bed.” She faked a yawn. “I am fatigued.”

“I’ll take you to the guest room myself.” He bowed and motioned for Ellan to accompany him. The others followed.

Upstairs, Florie emerged from a guest room. Shocked recognition appeared at sight Ellan. She glanced to Braden for clarification.

“My dear, we have more guests than I anticipated,” he said.

Florie curtsied. “Welcome. The room is prepared, but I was only told of two guests.”

“We will consent to share a room,” said Gareth, indicating Zebulon.

“Thank you, my lord,” said Florie with a nod. “This way, Madam.” Once across the hall, she opened the door. “I hope you will find the accommodations acceptable.”

Ellan smiled. “Any bed is more preferable to where I have been lodging these many years.”

Before following Ellan, Hueil stared at Florie. She shied away from the Guardian’s intense eyes, to speak to Gareth and Zebulon.

“The other room is across the hall, my lords.”

At the door to their room, Gareth spoke to Braden and Florie. “You realize silence is expected along with full support?”

“I understand, my lord. You can depend upon me,” said Braden.

“If not, we will know where the fault lies.” His shut the door.

Florie leaned against a table in the hall to regain her composure. Braden moved beside her, his voice low and thick. “Now you see why she must be dealt with severely?”

She barely managed a whisper. “I must go.” She hurried away.

Hueil peeked out of the room. The Guardian’s eyes compelling when he waved for Braden. “Where is your wife going?”

“Her prayer room. She always does so when overcome or troubled.”

“She is a devout follower of Jor’el?”

“Ay. Sometimes too much,” he groused.

“I heard your father was also a man for Jor’el and Allon.”

“Ay, but not as zealous as my wife. To Jor’el I mean. Allon was another matter.” Braden practically spoke the last sentence to himself.

Hueil surveyed the mortal at hearing the sobriety. “You find fault with his devotion?”

He tried to be noncommittal. “It was sometimes irritating.”

“I sense that is an understatement.”

Flustered, Braden lashed out, “Take it for what you will.” Hueil stopped his departure. Braden found himself staring up into the Guardian’s icy blue penetrating stare. It chilled him to the core. He winced and lowered his eyes. Hueil released Braden to leave.

Inside the guest room, Ellan removed her cloak and inspected the bed before sitting on the mattress. She smiled. “Feels very comfortable.”

“Like your bed at Waldron?” asked Hueil.

“No, but it will serve. What about Braden? Can he be used?”

Hueil flashed a cunning smile. “He harbors deep-seated resentment I believe can be utilized. However,” he continued speaking while investigating the room, “tomorrow you will continue with Gareth and Zebulon. I sense something here that requires further investigation.” He paused to look out a window.

“Is that why you changed our plans to come here instead of the Lowlands?”

“Ay. It started with Braden, but being here, I sense a familiarity I’ve not felt in centuries. Especially from the wife.”

“What?”

He shook his head. “Vague, but I will find out.”

“While you’re here how shall I proceed?”

“You already sent a powerful message. Now, wait for their response. In the meantime, I’ll deal with the Guardians and the half-breed.”

She flashed a smug smile. “I saw your anger when Gareth spoke of Avatar’s promotion. You have some history? In Tunlund, perhaps?”

He stared down at her. “As do you with him from what I hear.”

She scowled. “For years I endured his insufferable presence as my Overseer. I hope whatever you plan for him is as devastating as I have for my sister.”

“I will come at him in a way he won’t suspect and his end will be delightfully ironic.” He laughed, full throated and menacing. “Get some rest. Our plan is launched and victory close at hand.”

She went and opened the wardrobe. Only a few garments hung in the closet. “Well, I suppose something in here will have to do for the night.”
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In the Region of Sanctuary, atop a gently rising plateau surrounded by four hills, stood the Temple of Providence. This was only building in Allon that rivaled the splendor and majesty of Waldron Castle. The entire facade of the Temple gleamed in white marble with gold accents. The arch-shaped windows of colored glass were blown and assembled in Midessex. At certain peeks of the day, the Temple reflected the sun’s rays in a brilliance of white with a kaleidoscope of gold and rainbow effects dazzling the eyes.

The Fortress of Jor’el was adjacent to the Temple, and built on a grand scale with towering battlements of gleaming marble decorated with symbols of Allon’s past. Completely self-contained, The Fortress housed two thousand Jor’ellian Knights and one hundred priests.

Inside a room overlooking the training yard sat the Guardian warrior, Avatar.  He stood an imposing seven and a half feet tall, handsome with bronze hair, silver eyes and a small goatee framing his lips. His Guardian uniform altered from the normal tan with beige trimmed to white with gold and purple trim to signify his position as Commander of the Elite Jor’ellian Guards. He wore a new sword and dagger, both finely crafted with gold, as another sign of his new position.

He read the daily roster. A rap on the door caught his attention. The person entering appeared mortal by his height and build, around twenty-six years of age with red hair and green eyes. He wore a winsome smile. 

“Morning, Commander.”

“Captain Chad,” Avatar returned the greeting.

Chad’s smile widened. “I like the title.”

“And Magan? What does she say about your promotion?”

Chad took a seat in front of Avatar’s desk. “The extra pay will help feed the growing boys.” He marveled and shook his head. “I can’t believe they’re so big for being only two years old, especially Ephraim.”

“He is the stronger of the two. He tried to pull off my beard when Magan brought them for a visit the other day.”

Chad chuckled. “Ay, he can be a handful.” He grew a bit thoughtful. “I must confess, Chandler’s quietness concerns me.” He leaned forward, his brow leveled. “Do you think something could be wrong with him?”

Avatar set the roster aside and took a deep thoughtful breath before answering. “I didn’t sense anything unusual when they were born or since. With Ephraim so dominant, it could be a normal reaction. What does Magan say about Chandler’s behavior?”

“She doesn’t believe there is anything wrong. But I’d hate to think we were missing something that may cause him trouble later.”

“Have you spoken to Uriah?” 

“No. He takes such pride in his great-grandsons, I don’t want to dampen his spirits with a feeling and nothing confirmed.”

Avatar looked baffled. “I thought you and he were getting along well since you married Magan.”

“Oh, we are. I mean out of respect for him, not anything amiss in our relationship. I’ve learned much from him.” Chad smiled, which faded slightly. “The birth of the twins was bittersweet with Leslie dying only a few weeks prior. Magan still misses her father. It is our hope the boys will become Jor’ellians and keep the family tradition.”

“There are different ways to serve Jor’el than becoming a knight, but,” he added at seeing Chad’s concern, “I can send for Eldric or Phoebe and get a more certain opinion.”

“I appreciate that—” A bright surge of light in room interrupted them. Chad bolted to his feet to draw his sword.

Vidar appeared from the light. The renowned Guardian archer stood a few inches shorter than Avatar with auburn hair and bright copper eyes. He wore the uniform of his leadership station and function, a forest green jerkin, brown cowl, green breeches and brown leather boots.

Avatar snickered and waved for Chad to put up his sword. “Be easy, Captain. He likes to make an entrance.”

“I don’t think he—or you—will be at ease with what I have to report,” chided Vidar. “I don’t know how, but when I arrived for daily inspection I discovered Ambrose seriously wounded. He told me the attack came sudden, from behind. Falkner was vanquished during her escape.”

Indeed, Avatar became troubled about the fate of fellow Guardians, and the implications. “Could he tell you who attacked them?”

“No.”

“Who escaped?” asked Chad, curious.

Vidar looked directly at the mortal and replied, “Ellan.” 

Chad paled with astonishment. “She was imprisoned in a nether dimension with you as her jailer. How is that possible?”

“As I said, I don’t know yet! A mortal cannot escape the nether dimension so she had Guardian help.” He gave a low sigh of lament. “Falkner was a fine warrior.”

“What of Ambrose?” asked Avatar.

“I took him to Melwynn. He will survive.”

“Have you told Kell?”

Vidar nodded. “I came here while he went to Waldron to inform the king—” he stopped in mid-sentence with a sudden piqued look.

Avatar became wary of the archer’s sudden distraction. “Vidar?” 

“Something else is terribly wrong. I must return. Go to Waldron, I’ll join you as soon as I can.”

Chad shielded his eyes against the light of Vidar’s departure.

Avatar’s jowls tightened with determination and said, “Place the Guard on full alert. Dispatch a vassal to fetch Nigel and Mirit back from the coast. And have your company meet me at Waldron with all speed!” He vanished in dimension travel.
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THE MASSIVE SIZE, STRENGTH, and breadth of Waldron Castle rose in stunning splendor in the middle of the plain. Two gatehouses flanked an elaborate oak and wrought iron gate. From the gatehouses stretched fifteen-foot high walls, ending in massive square corner turrets at each intersection. The Grand Courtyard was made of white marble cobblestone with a cascading fountain in the center. Across from the fountain stood the Great Hall, a carved stone structure of grand proportion to impress the visitor with the strength of Allon’s King. To the right of the fountain was the Castle Chapel honoring Jor’el. 

A two-story enclosure ran from the left front side of the Great Hall leading to a building on the west wall. This corridor served to divide the Guest Quarters from the Family’s Private Quarters on the west and south walls. The lower level served as a galley way, while the second story housed Waldron’s offices, the King’s study, Captain of the Guard’s office, and the private quarters of the King’s Champion.

In the study, King Tyrone paced in long agitated strides. His half-Guardian heritage gave him the impressive height of six feet eight inches, strength beyond mortal men and stunning gray eyes in contrast to his black hair. It also helped to retard the normal mortal aging process. Now forty-three years of age, he appeared no older than at age twenty-five when he helped Ellis put down Ellan’s first coup attempt. 

Two individuals watched the king. Kell, the Captain of Jor’el’s Guardians, stood seven and half feet in physical perfection with flawless features, golden eyes and black hair. The other, General Wess, a distinguished and virile looking man of fifty-five whose dark hair turned gray at the temples.

“You think she plans another coup?” asked Tyrone.

“I believe it is a possibility, Sire,” said Kell.

Light appeared in the room. Wess drew his sword and stepped in front of Tyrone. He lowered his weapon when Avatar appeared from the fading light. The Guardian wore a grim expression.

Tyrone moved from behind Wess. “I take it, you’ve been told.”

“Ay, Sire. I placed the Guards on full alert; had Chad dispatch a vassal to fetch Prince Nigel and to have his company join me here with all speed. Unfortunately, Vidar sensed more trouble and made a hasty return—”

Another flash of light appeared in the study and Vidar arrived.

“This gets annoying! Can’t you send advance word or something?” Wess complained to Kell.

Kell didn’t reply rather took note of Vidar’s vexed and troubled state.

“There is worse news. Hueil has escaped,” announced the archer.

Avatar stiffened in brief shock that turned to intense anger. “How?”

Vidar became defensive. “Again, I don’t know! There were signs of conflict but I couldn’t find Mannix to learn what happened. I assume whomever he assigned to guard Hueil suffered the same fate as Falkner and Ambrose.”

The news distressed Kell. “Marshall and Banning were the others.”

“Wren’s Trio Mates?” asked Vidar in surprise. “You sent them to help Mannix with Hueil?”

Kell nodded, sobriety on his face. “She said Banning was growing lax and influencing Marshall, so I reassigned them.”

“I take it she doesn’t know of their demise yet.”

“No. Nor have I given her new Trio Mates,” he said in regret. “What of Locan?”

“I couldn’t find him either. But, there is more,” said Vidar, warily. “I discovered a breach in the Shadow Warrior nether prison. I sealed it, but not before two hundred escaped.”

“How is that possible?” demanded Tyrone, making Vidar recoil with an uncertain shrug. “Captain?” he pressed Kell for an answer.

“Sire, Hueil is from the beginning. Like Armus, Vidar and myself, he is one of the Originals. He was created to function as Guardian Overseer of the scribes and priests directly detailing Jor’el’s words and laws. Jor’el entrusted him with great secrets and knowledge, more so than even Dagar, who protected the Almighty’s throne. While Dagar’s hatred and lust for power made him powerful and evil, Hueil employed his intelligence and subtly, as you saw in Tunlund.”

“You admit he can outthink you, Captain of Jor’el’s Guardians?” 

Although visibly irked by the accusation, Kell tempered his reply. “What I’m saying is we must anticipate his action differently than another foe. He is crafty, and with his knowledge of Ancient secrets, more dangerous than Dagar. Whatever he is planning may involve Ellan and we must keep our wits.”

“Wonderful!” chided Avatar. “Hueil, Ellan, and Shadow Warriors.”

“Tyrone!” Tristine rushed into the study. Whereas he didn’t age, she looked like her thirty-six years would indicate, a pretty mature woman with golden hair and hazel eyes. She appeared greatly upset and indicated a piece of paper she carried. 

Armus, her loyal Guardian since birth, followed her. He equaled Kell and Avatar in height, but brawny with brown hair and bright chestnut eyes. He sent his fellow Guardians a look of great warning.

“What’s wrong?” asked Tyrone.

“Read it!” She gave him the paper and spoke to the others while he read. “It’s from Ellan! She threatens to kill my husband and children and send me to the nether dimension!”

Armus placed a steadying hand on her shoulder.

Tyrone thrust the letter into Kell’s hand. “She declares her intent to take back the throne by whatever means necessary.” 

“How did she escape?” Tristine demanded of Vidar.

Vidar shrugged, shameful of meeting her gaze.

After reading, Kell spoke in an almost apologetic tone. “Sire, her threats, or rather, her claim may be legitimate.”

“No!” insisted Tristine. “Father renounced her and decreed her claim to the throne forfeited by her treason.”

“She cites an ancient royal law that she did not renounce her claim.”

Baffled, she stared at him. “I don’t understand. How?”

“Hueil helped to write the laws. He may have found a loophole. To be certain, I suggest another course of action.” Kell turned to Tyrone and continued to speak. “You and the royal family go to the Region of Sanctuary and the Fortress under Vicar Uriah’s protection—”

“Give Ellan the upper hand? I don’t think so, Captain!”

“To consult with the Vicar about the legality of her claim and then decide upon a course of action,” he argued. At Tyrone’s resistance, he waved the paper. “Will you risk your family?”

Tristine took hold of Tyrone’s arm. She gazed imploringly at her husband. “I know Ellan’s vindictive nature. I endured it for years and I won’t see you or our children suffer at her hand!”

“She may just be posturing to see how we will react. To retreat will show weakness and embolden her.” He held her hands. “I know it is a risk, but we can’t back down when she first shows her head. So,” he continued with resolve, “we leave this afternoon as planned for Garwood and the annual hunting festival. Naturally, we’ll keep vigil on the situation. Should something else happen, I’ll consider Kell’s suggestion.”

“Nigel said he and Mirit were going to leave Leith in time for the festival,” said Avatar.

“I thought you sent a vassal to fetch them?” 

“I did, but that can be altered.”

“At least the family will be together if we need to act,” said Armus.

“I suppose,” she said in reluctant agreement.

Tyrone told Avatar, “Send a new message to Nigel,” then to Wess, “Secure Waldron and admit only Chad’s company. All else, I will decide.”

Wess saluted and left the study. Avatar stepped back and vanished.

“Have you seen Titus this morning?” he asked Tristine.

“No, but he’s usually up early for training exercises.”

He escorted her to the door. “Continue as you would for departure, I’m going to speak to Titus.”

“Shouldn’t I be with you? News of Hueil will hit him hard.”

“No. This is for he and I to discuss. Unfortunately, situations like this can occur when he is king and he needs to learn to handle them without motherly intervention.”

She stiffened with insult. “Are you saying I’m too soft with him?”

“No, only he must learn to rely on his own resolve. Take advice, but not be influenced by emotions. He tends to do that where you and his siblings are concerned.”

“And you don’t, I suppose?” she chided.

He scowled with a snorted chuckle. “You know what I mean so why pursue an argument?”

“Overly sensitive since it involves her sibling,” said Armus.

Tyrone cocked a smile at her. “Like mother, like son.”

She huffed and left with Armus.

In the exercise hall of the armory, Titus participated in a wrestling match with another young man. At seventeen years old, Titus stood six feet four inches tall. Being part Guardian, he inherited his father’s height, dark brown hair, but mortal colored blue eyes. He wore only breeches; no sock or shoes, and his bare chest muscular and shoulders broad. His opponent was a year older, four inches shorter with chestnut brown hair and teal blue eyes. Even mortal, he appeared strong and capable of matching Titus in muscle and sinew.

The bout took place under the watchful eye of the Guardian warrior Egan, Titus’ Overseer. Each member of the royal family had a Guardian assigned at birth to protect them for life. Like all warriors, Egan stood seven and half feet tall, but slender in build with black hair and keen, vivid blue eyes. He watched the young men circle each other on the mat, looking for an opening to attack.

Titus chuckled. “Are you sure you want to go again, Ellis? It will only make it three out of three for me.”

Ellis laughed with teasing ridicule. “Your overconfidence will prove your weakness this time.”

“Weakness? I could take you down with one arm.”

“Ah, relying on your Guardian strength again?”

“I’ll do it blindfolded if you like.”

“Ah!” Ellis dove at Titus and snatched him around the hips. 

Titus grabbed Ellis from above and tried to lift him, but Ellis shifted his weight to one side. In doing so, he drew Titus off balance. Titus braced his feet to regain his stance and wouldn’t release Ellis. Again Ellis shifted his weight and this time they broke off.

“I’m not so easy to take down,” said Ellis.

“Who said I was trying?” Titus faked a lunge and Ellis jumped back.

“And who said I haven’t let you win?”

“What? You wouldn’t.” He made a real lunge at Ellis, who barely escaped being ensnared.

Ellis grunted with a sardonic smile. “Part of my duties as retainer to the prince royal is to boost your ego.”

“Insolent braggart!” This time when Titus lunged, he caught Ellis and they tumbled to the mat. “Now I have you!” His gloating proved short lived, as Ellis made a move in which he ended up on top.

Ellis pinned Titus’ arms to the mat. “Insolent braggart, am I? Is that anyway to talk to your future brother-in-law?”

“Jillian will be pleased if I were to beat you to pulp.” He kneed Ellis in the back near the kidney, sending him falling to one side.

Ellis cried out in pain and reached to grab his aching back. “Foul!”

“The foul is putting up with your taunting.” He scrambled to his feet. Ellis only rose to his knees. “Get up. You’re not hurt that bad.”

“How do you know how bad a person is injured when you use your extra strength?”

He became concerned. “Did I really hurt you?”

“Ay,” came the grunting reply.

Contrite, Titus knelt beside Ellis. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

“I know. Help me up.” He grabbed onto Titus’ shoulder and gingerly stood. “Well, you can tell Jillian you beat me to a pulp.”

“No. She would be cross with me if I hurt you. I feel bad enough.”

Ellis made motion to sit on a nearby bench. 

Egan came to help. “Should I fetch Eldric, my lord?”

“No. I’ll be all right in a few moments.”

“Are you done with morning exercises?”

Surprised at hearing Tyrone, Titus whirled about. “Sir! I think so. At least until Ellis recovers,” he hastily replied.

“Are you hurt?” Tyrone moved to the bench to examine Ellis.

“It’s nothing serious, Sire.”

Titus grew sheepish. “I got a little carried away when I kicked him off me during our wrestling bout.”

“That can happen if you and I aren’t careful,” said Tyrone.

“I try to be.”

“I don’t fault the prince, Sire.” Ellis stood yet arched his back in pain. “I goaded him.”

“Friendly teasing. We were both doing it,” said Titus.

Tyrone chuckled. “I know how that goes.” He patted Ellis’ shoulder. “Find Eldric and have him apply a soothing balm.”

“Really, Sire, I’ll be fine.”

He shook his head and smiled. “Nigel and Angus have said the same to me, only to be very sore later. Now, go see Eldric.”

“Ay, Sire.” He gathered his shirt, doublet, stocking and boots. He gave Titus a friendly smile before leaving the armory.

“I really didn’t mean to hurt him. He’s my best friend,” said Titus.

“I know. And someday he’ll be your brother-in-law.” Tyrone nudged Titus towards his clothes. “Fetch your things and come with me.”

Titus pulled on his socks, boots and shirt. He then gathered the rest in his arms to follow Tyrone from the armory. Egan kept a respectful distance as they crossed the compound. Soldiers, Guardians and servants bowed or saluted when they continued through the back yard, into the main building and up to the king’s study. 

Titus noticed Kell’s presence. The Guardian captain acknowledged him with a somber nod. “Sir, is there a reason you came to fetch me rather than send a servant? Perhaps the reason Kell is here?” He spoke while putting on his doublet but didn’t fasten it closed.

“Ay, and I needed some fresh air.” He then spoke to Kell concerning Titus. “Give him the letter.”

Titus began reading. His initial curiosity turned to concerned confusion. “I don’t understand. I thought she was imprisoned by Jor’el.”

“We all did.”

Titus asked Kell, “How did she escape?”

“We’re not sure, Highness. Vidar is investigating—”

“Investigating? She escaped and is making horrid threats!”

“Steady, Titus,” said Tyrone. “The matter is far worse than Ellan; for us and the Guardians.” He faced his son and said, “Hueil also escaped.”

Titus paled, as every memory of his kidnapping, imprisonment and near sacrifice in Tunlund came crashing back. He had to sit.

Egan sat next to Titus in support of his charge and looked to Kell for confirmation. The captain nodded.

“I realize this is difficult, but we must be prepared for whatever Ellan and Hueil have planned,” said Tyrone.

Befuddled, Titus struggled to comprehend. “They are working together?”

“That is a possibility. She had Guardian help since no mortal can escape the nether dimension.”

“What are we going to do?”

“Leave for the hunting festival as planned—”

Titus practically leapt to his feet. “What? We can’t!”

“Listen to me,” insisted Tyrone, and firmly took Titus by the shoulders. “Ellan may be bluffing, so we must feel her out. That is why we’ll continue as usual, but keep a close watch on what she does. If we must act to protect our family, it would best for all of us to be together. Remember, Nigel and Mirit will join us at Garwood.”

“I suppose.” He chewed on his lower lip in consideration. “What about Mother? This letter must have unsettled her.”

“Your mother is a strong woman and she agrees with the plan.”

“Hard to believe she’s bluffing with such threats and Hueil’s escape.”

“Ay, but the alterative is civil war. Although I will take to the field if needed, I’m not ready to commit to it just yet.”

“What about the Council?”

“They may not be aware of her escape yet. Act too hasty and I risk further anger of those harboring misgivings about me. I told Kell to alert the Trio Leaders and closely watch each member. Wisdom and discretion must be used before reacting with force that may not be necessary.”

“I understand, sir.”

“You must act as normal, and tell no one yet. At Garwood, we’ll speak to Angus and Nigel, and wait to hear back from the Trio Leaders.”

The young man made a sheepish frown. “That’ll be hard with Ellis. I can never keep a secret from him.”

Tyrone grinned. “For not being related by blood, he has the same uncanny ability as your grandfather to ferret out trouble.”

“Perhaps there was more than one reason Lord Fagan named him in honor of his benefactor,” said Kell.

“What makes you say so?”

He replied with a considering tilt to his brow. “Lord Fagan esteemed King Ellis, whom he once believed to be his blood cousin. He is also a man of great faith and insight. He may have foreseen something about his son’s future when taking such a liberty to name him after the king.”

Titus chuckled. “Don’t say that when Ellis can hear you. He loves his father and admired Grandfather and sometimes feels the burden of bearing a king’s name.”

“Better the name than the responsibility, Highness.” Kell looked directly at Titus. Guardian’s eyes were not only unusual in color, but also keen in perception.

For a moment, Titus absorbed the implication. Egan’s touch on his shoulder broke the intense scrutiny, and they left the study. 

Titus wandered the compound, lost in thought and horrid memories he believed dealt with long ago. Although the kidnapping happened ten years ago, it felt like yesterday, as vivid images played across his mind’s eye. He looked at his wrist almost seeing the chaffed bloody marks left from the tight bounds that held him during the voyage from Allon to Tunlund.

Mirit had been involved with the kidnap plot, but later discovered she was duped into participating. Due to an accident at sea, she recalled nothing about her Allonian past. Once she learned Titus’ true identity, she helped Nigel find him. Unfortunately, she was captured during the rescue attempt, which is when he met her again. She swore to protect him no matter the cost. She made good on her pledge when intervening during the sacrificial ceremony to save his life. Titus flinched, for it cost Mirit her life, at least for a brief time. 

To show the falsehood of Hueil’s claim of being a god, Vicar Uriah performed the Breath of Life. Jor’el responded by restoring Mirit’s life for the Tunlundians to experience the power of the real god. Upon reviving, her memory returned and she recalled being Baron Mathias’ daughter and not Tunlundian. 

Her unselfish act led to Hueil’s defeat and imprisonment, Titus reunited with his family and Mirit with her father. A small smile appeared at the thought that eight months later she married Nigel and became his aunt. The smile faded, for what would happen now that Hueil was free? Surely he would remember and help Ellan take revenge upon his family. No! He was now old enough to act to prevent it.

“Titus?”

Hearing his name jolted him out of his dreadful pondering. He hadn’t realized he made his way toward the armory. It took a moment to recognize the voice calling him was his brother Eli. In fact, Fraser accompanied Eli. The family resemblance between the three brothers was strong with each having various shades of brown hair. Fraser and Eli had brown eyes compared to Titus’ blue. Fraser was fifteen years old and Eli, thirteen. Both had been sparring, as a told by being sweaty and carrying their doublets.

“You look like you’ve just been told something awful,” said Eli.

“Maybe Jillian came to her senses and refused to have him as husband,” teased Fraser. He poked Eli with his elbow and laughed.

Titus made a mocking snort of amusement at Fraser. 

“Is he right?” asked Eli, curious at the reaction.

“No!” Titus headed for the family garden.

Eli hurried after him. “Then what’s wrong?”

Titus tried to change his mood. “Nothing is wrong.”

“I bet,” snickered Fraser.

He stopped and confronted his brothers. Fraser possessed a more cynical nature while Eli sensitive. At present, he didn’t want to talk to either of them. “Aren’t you two supposed to be at morning training?”

“We’re taking a break,” replied Fraser.

“Well, take it someplace else!” 

Behind his brothers came two Guardian warriors, Kendrick and Skylar. They were of the brawny sort, with Kendrick the larger of the two. He had silver gray hair and thin beard with bright copper eyes while Skylar, golden hair and clean-shaven with striking robin’s egg blue eyes. 

“Do your duty or something,” he said to the warriors.

“The queen sent for the princes to prepare for departure,” replied Skylar with a wry smile.

Titus demanded of Fraser, “Why did you lie?”

“I didn’t lie. We were taking a break when word came.”

“Go! Don’t keep Mother waiting.” He turned on his heels.

Irate, Fraser lashed out, “What about you?” 

“I wasn’t sent for!”

Eli pursued and caught Titus’ arm. “Please. What troubles you?”

At Eli’s genuine concern, Titus curbed his harshness. “There are simply more things I must think about than you or Fraser. Now go, I’ll be fine.” He gave his brother a partial smile.

Eli left with Skylar. Fraser and Kendrick already entered the building.

Titus drew near the rear entrance to the royal garden when his sister, ten-year old Mikaela, ran from the postern gate toward him. She was small for her age with doe-colored hair and large blue eyes. She appeared concerned and stumbled. He knelt to catch her. She labored to breathe.

“You’re not supposed to be running.” He cast a scolding glance to the female Guardian warrior following Mikaela. She resembled Kell with medium length black hair and often mistaken by mortals for his twin. The difference between them being her vivid jade eyes compared to his brilliant gold.

Mikaela took a deep breath to speak. “They won’t let Jade and I go to the stream.” She pointed back to the gate.

“I was speaking with the guards when the princess saw you and began running,” said Jade. “They are under orders from General Wess not to allow passage in or out of Waldron without permission.”

“We go to the stream everyday. It
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